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The Kalends of Februarius, Londinium Arena
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PROLOGUE


Blood and oil. Arena sand always tasted the same. 


The girl spat the filthy grit back at the man’s shoe, but he didn’t even glance down at her. Puce mouth gaping wide, a fleck of spittle flew as he roared at the sky, punching his fists in the air. Kicking up more sand into the face of anyone her height. 


Fans. No wonder her mother hated them. 


She pushed past him. Bumping her head against spectators’ hips, worming forward between sweaty adult bodies.


Thick dark fumes from wide copper bowls of burning crude oil mingled with the tangy body odour of the frenzied throng. As she wrinkled her nose, the corner of the girl’s mouth twitched into a half-smile. The smell of home. 


These votive basins of flaming oil were merely theatrical, of course. A show of piety from the Arena bosses to the goddess Gaea, whose blood the fuel was said to be. Today’s stink was nothing compared to race days, when war charos chased each other around the Arena, spouting plumes of gritty smoke from their exhausts, and then from their engines as they crashed and mangled each other for the audience’s entertainment. Her hair, clothing and even meals carried the tang of burnt oil for days after. 


A flash of Imperial red in the sky distracted her determined progress through the crowd. The Emperor’s small red dirigible hovered just ten feet above the sand. Whatever was happening had caught even the jaded attention of the Imperial family.


She needed to hurry.


Moving down through the stands, the girl passed the invisible line dividing working Plebeians in the cheap seats from the noble Citizens. Flat-caps and mop hats were swiftly replaced by silken top hats, lace bonnets and neatly starched toga sashes closer to the front. The Arena was strictly ordered by Citizen and Plebeian with the Imperial family literally floating above. The only three classes anyone in the Imperium Romanum cared about. A few of her kind might be lurking in the crowd; the forgotten fourth class cleaning up puke or emptying latrines. 


The girl didn’t care. Her lowly rank made it easier to reach right to the front of the crowd. The Citizens simply didn’t see people like her, just as they ignored the crumpled food wrappers at their feet. 


Damnatus! Thick fingers jerked her head back, tangled in her hair. Half-lifted, someone shook her as the crowd screamed their appreciation for action happening on the Arena floor, drowning out her own yelp of pain. Scalp stinging, she twisted to bite her assailant’s hand. Before her sharp little teeth could find his skin, the stupid fan released her to pound the back of the Citizen beside him. Their top hats and toga sashes knocked askew in jubilation, taking no heed of the scowling urchin at their knees. 


She considered biting him anyway, risking a lashing. But then a tiny gap opened between the wall of bodies against the front balustrade. The girl pounced at it. Just tall enough to peek over the wooden railing, she was too small to interfere with important people’s views. 


The screaming horde of fans gorged on the show before them. 


The girl stood where she shouldn’t be and stared at her hands – bloodless white and trembling as they gripped the front railing. This was what she’d wanted, plotted for, and risked punishment, finally, to see. Her fingers stilled their shaking as she glowered at them. Grinding her teeth against each other, she forced her eyes up to look at what everyone in the Arena was shouting about. 


It was a sunny day by Londinium standards, clear and almost warmish. The light glinted on the tiny granules of Arena sand, except where slicks of red-black stained it. Enough had been shed to build sandbanks where feet pushed and slipped in the struggle. The girl noted all the blood. But, no bodies, yet.


Mother still stood, out on the Arena floor.


The tall gladiatrix tightened a leather strap in her breastplate. The girl’s nose crinkled. That was a calculated show of vulnerability, designed to entice the enemy to attack when he thought you distracted. Why would Mother use such an amateur ploy? 


Slitting her eyes against the light, which had promised clarity but instead flattened sight, the girl scanned for injuries. Leather laces of sandals reached just below her mother’s knees. Her muscled legs, skinned bloody in places but not pierced through the scar tissue from past fights, unprotected by the ridiculous short red skirt studded with bronze. The bare midriff that her mother feared, but that spectators expected for a gladiatrix. Her breastplate, clean enough in places to catch the sun, despite smears of blood flecked with sand. 


There, Mother had been struck in the side, blood slowly pulsing out and staining her short tunic. Perhaps this wasn’t a feint; every gladiator knew that tightening the breastplate could slow bleeding beneath it. 


Her mother’s face was obscured by an ugly Spartan helmet, uncommon on female fighters. It had two spikes pointing down below the chin, and her mother’s long dark hair waved out from behind it. 


Her plait must have unravelled in the battle. 


That morning, the girl had carefully tied it, while her mother sat, sharpening her gladius sword with a slice of marble. The rhythmic swoosh of stone against metal as familiar as a lullaby. 


‘Please, I promise I won’t bother anyone.’ The girl had begged to watch the fight.


‘Dearest, the mind moves matter. I must have no distractions on the sand.’


It was an old argument. The girl was allowed to watch training bouts and charo races but never true combat. War is hated by mothers, the girl was taught, but not even the gods fight necessity. Her mother battled only because if she refused, the Arena bosses would whip the gladiatrix. If flogging didn’t force her back to combat, they’d sell the woman and child onto the oil rigs, or whore pits. 


The girl knew that women don’t yearn for battle, as men do. Mother risked her life on the sand only to protect her daughter. 


Whenever the gladiatrix left their tiny room for another bout, the girl would sit, huddled in a corner. Listening to the roars of the crowd through the stone, not knowing if they cheered her mother’s victory, or her death. 


Days ago the girl had decided that the next time her mother left to face the Arena, she’d watch rather than wait.


Flinching now as thunderous cheers rocked the stadium, the girl stood back up, ramrod straight and eyes forward. The Imperial dirigible had banked upwards, hovering high as if the gods themselves played audience.


Out on the sand, Mother’s giant opponent was minotaur-headed with matted black fur and blooded horns. 


It’s just a mask, the girl told herself, hoping that reassurance would release her breath. 


He charged forward, bellowing a war cry, spiked cudgels whirling in each muscled fist. 


Mother turned towards him, her guard up and feet grounded, unflinching. Then she leapt forward, raising her own sword to meet the towering nightmare. The girl’s chest tightened, barely able to contain her pride and fear, all caught in one small ribcage.


Sunlight glinted off the gladiatrix’s sword. 


But blood-soaked sand is treacherous. A pace away from her enemy, her mother’s foot skidded, then she stumbled, one knee pounding the ground. Her blade flew from her hand to land yards away in a puff of sand.


The entire Arena silenced; the girl, every Citizen and every Plebeian breathless as the eyes of the famous gladiatrix opened wide. Mother flung her body forward as the beast-man raised both cudgels to pummel breath, blood and brain-matter from her. 


Landing prostrate beneath him, still too far from her own weapon, Mother’s long tanned legs fell akimbo. Her hair tumbled around as she tore off her helmet. The masked gladiator loomed over the fallen woman.


This was what the crowd had paid for. 


Every throat, all ten thousand of them, erupted into a baying thunder for the death blow to fall. The Imperium Romanum might rule most of the known world, using oil-fuelled engines to impose civilisation onto barbarians, whether they liked it or not. But from the most powerful Citizen to poorest Plebeian, everyone agreed civilisation included glorying in the death of a slave woman, born to kill, and die, for their pleasure.


The watching girl slammed hands over her ears as they yelled, not knowing if she screamed too.


But no killing-blow fell.


The wild cheers jerked to silence. 


The minotaur-masked man just swayed where he stood. Then, the heavy cudgels dropped from his grasp onto the sand with two thumps. Knees crumbling, the weight of him collapsed with a slap of skin and bone onto the woman prone on the ground beneath him. 


As he fell, he revealed the gladiatrix’s helmet, its razor-sharp chin points sticking out of his colossal rump like a tail. 


Mother had skewered him from below.


After a stadium-wide inhale that the girl knew she’d never forget, the crowd went berserk. Men either side of her punched and pummelled each other, almost crushing her in their frenzy at the bold move. The stink of them caught in the girl’s throat. 


But the gladiatrix didn’t move, trapped under the fallen carcass as dark blood gushed from the opened sluice of his severed groin artery. The girl’s hands pulsed in and out of fists as the crowd rumbled back to quiet. The watching men pointed and sniggered. 


They would call for your death in the same breath as your victory. 


The girl stared at the giant corpse. It wasn’t cold that day, but all her insides shuddered as if she was freezing. Mother had warned her that panic floods the blood with poisons, chilling and confusing. Right now, the girl couldn’t remember what she was supposed to do about that. 


She stared ahead, refusing to look away. Mother wouldn’t leave her alone. Most gladiatrixes drank bitter-fennel tea to prevent birthing more slaves into the Arena’s clutches, their bosses looking the other way. But her mother had wanted a child. The girl knew she’d fight to come home to their small room, as she promised to do whenever she left. 


The monster’s leg jerked, and his trunk started to rise. 


Her mother still fought her enemy, now for freedom from being crushed under his dead weight. Slowly, the gladiatrix dragged herself out, her blood staining the sandy stage alongside the widening pool spilling from the corpse.


The victor gulped air, then pushed herself up off her knees, panting too fast, clutching at her side wound. The girl gasped along with her, no longer trying to force her body from shaking. Thank the gods, it was over. 


Straightening, the gladiatrix swept back her long hair and frowned at the heavens. 


The girl now understood why she shouldn’t be here. Who wouldn’t hate killing for an audience? The gods might decide your fate, but they didn’t demand you thank them for it.


She turned to hurry back to their rooms, where, she promised herself, she would be quiet and obedient from now on. For the mother who risked her life, forced to fight, for her daughter. 


The faces of the crowd stopped the girl’s retreat, thousands of eyes glinting with anticipation. Turning back to the sand, the girl’s shoulders tightened. Mother should be hurrying away from this pit of blood and death, seeking treatment for her wound, coming home to her daughter.


Instead, with a grunt of effort, the gladiatrix thrust her sword to the sky. As if it was a signal everyone but the girl understood, the Arena stilled to silence.


A muffled clap of hands wafted down from the Emperor’s airship.


Mother’s eyes closed at the sound, her chest filling with a deep breath and smile fainter than the applause. 


Then she roared, ‘LET US LIVE, SINCE WE MUST ALL DIE!’, which unleashed a wave of deafening cheers from the stands. Turning to each corner of the Arena, Mother soaked in the glory pouring down upon her. Ignoring the blood running down her side.


‘Brit-ann-i-a! Brit-ann-i-a! Brit-ann-i-a!’ the gathered hordes in Londinium’s famous Arena chanted. That wasn’t Mother’s real name, but the gladiatrix saluted the crowd, fist over heart, as they screamed themselves hoarse calling her battle-name. 


Kicking her fallen foe onto his back, the gladiatrix tore off his minotaur mask, revealing a pale, dead face younger than the girl had expected. Thrusting the trophy above her head, her gore-spattered mother stood with blood running down her arms and from her side wound. 


Mother’s smile grew to be wider and sharper than any her daughter had seen before. She laughed louder and deeper than the girl had ever heard. 


The girl didn’t stay to listen to the wild screams of jubilation from her mother’s adoring fans. Ducking behind the balustrade, she still panted as hard as the gladiatrix. The mother who, despite what she had assured her daughter, loved the fight. 


The girl wanted to be sick. She wanted to laugh. 


But more than anything, she wanted to hit something. 












The Ides of Maius, Londinium


MDCLVII, Aurelian Calendar












CHAPTER I


The scroll pierced the governess more efficiently than any blade.


Just a few lines of neat black script, secured with the crimson seal of the Academy. In civilised life, a mere slip of paper can crush the dream of who you thought you were. 


Arrow’s heart stopped even as her nail sliced through the thick wax.


She and her young charge, Livy, received so few letters that it had nestled, unnoticed, in their postbox for far too long. Now, Arrow held a summons for Livy to the Academy. The girl was expected by Lunday this Ides: in two days’ time.


Arrow’s lungs fought to take even a single deep breath against the stays of her cheap corset. For Hades’ sake, the letter must be a trick or administrative error. Although, the glorious Imperium Romanum wasn’t renowned for having any sense of humour and its tolerance for mistakes was homicidally low. She scanned the letter again, searching for any hint of why Livy was being thrust out into a world Arrow had been warned to protect the girl from. But it read more like a delivery order for a sack of potatoes than a life-changing pronouncement on a child’s future.


Of course, there was no mention of Arrow herself. Bondsmen would likely secure her once Livy was gone, as removers cleared out their garret.


Livy sat at her small desk with unusual meekness as Arrow stuffed the document into the sash at her waist, alongside the sharpened dagger she always kept there. As the soon-to-be-no-longer a governess’s hands fumbled, Livy’s eyes widened.


Arrow’s fingers itched to pluck the paper back out of her sash, ball it in her fist, and burn it to cinders in their hissing oil grate. Instead, she smoothed a tiny crease in her fading green skirts and picked up a battered book, hands barely shaking.


Disturbance comes only from within.


Livy was too polite to ask about the letter directly, as Arrow had raised her to be. But no eight year old could battle curiosity indefinitely. The girl lasted less than five seconds.


‘Miss, do we venture into town today?’


‘No, dearest.’


‘Or I could run a reply for you?’


Arrow tried to force a smile into her voice. ‘What sort of governess would allow an unaccompanied girl-child onto the Londinium streets, alone?’ She coughed to cover her throat tightening – clearly, one whose unusual talents were no longer required in this post.


Arrow began reading out the day’s lesson.


Sighing, Livy kicked her toes against the table, knocking over their nux game board with old salt and pepper pots in place of missing pieces. The girl’s head snapped up as if expecting a rebuke, but Arrow ignored the mess and continued to recite Horace, lips remembering the oft-repeated verses while her knuckles turned white gripping the page.


She had just two days. To pack up their life together and prepare the girl for the Academy, of all places. Two days to say goodbye. Arrow stumbled, losing her place in a stanza extolling the perfection of a mediocre life. It took her longer to regain proper composure than anyone with her training had the right to.


Gods, she hated Horace, and it dawned on her that this lesson was pointless anyway. Before the week was out, these humble classes would be replaced by proper lectures from the educated Dialectics of the Academy, an institution beloved of the Emperor himself.


Since the seat of the Imperium had moved from old Rome to Londinium, the new capital city had sought to outshine its predecessor. While the ancient republic continued to be revered for its poetry and piety, Londinium was widely considered, mainly by its own denizens, to shine more brightly in science and oil-engine industry. For over a thousand years the Academy of dialectic scientists had funded itself by educating the children of Citizens, and a smattering of rich merchant Plebeians. 


Arrow pictured Livy perched in a school amphitheatre, scratching notes onto a scroll before running back to her dormitory with the other Academy girls, laughing and playing nux with all the pieces intact. Meanwhile, her former governess would sit shackled in the slave pits, waiting to be sold on, alone. 


An old pain stabbed low in her belly, below her corset binding. Arrow thrust the feeling back, refusing the memories that threatened to escape the cage she’d shackled them in. 


Freedom begins with the clear understanding that some things are within our control, some things are not. 


With a rough push of her chair, Arrow stood, unsure why she had done so. She stared down at the girl she had cared for, taught, nursed when sick and been surprised by every day for almost eight years. 


The dismal odes of Horace couldn’t be their last memory together. 


‘Dearest, shall we venture out to the Imperium Museum?’


Livy leapt up, eyes ablaze. The girl adored the museum but rarely did Arrow risk visiting such a public place.


‘Really, Miss?’


‘Well, educating the mind without educating the heart is no education at all.’


Livy ran off to grab oiled boots and Arrow tightened the ties under her own plain bonnet. 


Later, in a different world and with another name, Arrow would wish she’d taken a last look around their tiny home before she latched the door. Their few precious books and scrolls, Livy’s drawings in wooden frames Arrow had made for them, the threadbare but comfy armchair by the oil grate. But we rarely notice the moments when reality becomes memory. 


As the cold of the Londinium street hit them, Livy looked up at Arrow and grinned. The girl’s unruly brunette curls framed a broad fawny face, with eyes so dark as to be almost black, and her smile promised glee and mischief, if she could get away with it. Arrow’s own smile ached in reply, feeling every day of the twenty-seven years she knew she looked older than. 


As they turned from their quiet neighbourhood onto the wide avenues of the city, three charos sped past them, engines roaring, taxa lamps unlit. Arrow waved at them anyway, but the taxa drivers, hunched over their steering apparatus, didn’t even glance sideways. Both she and Livy coughed on the exhaust fumes from the vehicles that a rising wind couldn’t snatch away fast enough. 


On their rare trips this far from home, the streets usually bustled with top-hatted Citizens and wealthy Plebeians promenading with fashionably bonneted and parasol-twirling ladies on their arms. Livy and Arrow would weave between them, giving a wide berth when they spotted a toga sash. 


Today, being alone on the street made for greater speed and anxiety.


As they pressed on, a vast swirl of bruised clouds darkened to black above them. ‘Damnatus,’ Arrow mouthed. She’d thought this morning’s dreary sky was merely Londinium’s habitual brooding against Sol’s light. But a Godstorm could hit like an unexpected punch to the jaw: hard, fast, and liable to break bones. 


A judgement from Jupiter himself, the Priests called the new spate of wild weather. On the few occasions that Arrow allowed herself the expense of a newspaper, she read of ever more crops blighted by searing heat, or floods that could sweep away entire Plebeian villages. The major Temples had suspended their usual squabbling to agree; the gods punished the Imperium Romanum for lack of piety. The sky now regularly blackened with smoke from burnt sacrifices . . . but the Godstorms worsened. Ever more destructive, no matter how many bulls were dragged to the altars.


Arrow knew she and Livy should retreat back upstairs – but then there’d be no excuse to ignore the Academy scroll for a second longer.


If they moved fast, they’d reach the museum before the tempest grew too perilous. 


Arrow waved her charge forward, the woman and child clutching their hats with chins tucked into the high plain lace of their collars, overcoats tightly buttoned. Darkness fell like an oil lamp being doused, and the wind probed their defences, whipping the rain sideways against their skirts, then lashing from another direction. Arrow thrust forward, her muscles welcoming battle against the storm, as they were useless fighting destiny.


The scroll in her waistband refused to be ignored, like an untreated wound. Questions pounded inside her skull. The foremost of which was: What the Hades? 


Livy was hardly of age for the Academy. Arrow hadn’t expected such a summons even in her worst nights of sleepless worry. As governess, she been ordered to keep the girl safe and secret. But as the years went by, the only evidence that Arrow had that she and Livy weren’t entirely forgotten was the small monthly stipend for food and necessities Livy’s legal guardian provided. So, Arrow had protected the girl from a threat never explained to her, and educated her without much direction. Considering her own circumstances, Arrow couldn’t have found a better position. She remembered the squirming infant first being placed into her inexperienced arms. In that moment, she hadn’t understood all the other duties her arrangement would include: bedtime stories, tending scraped knees, anxiously nursing illnesses and sudden flashes of joy at Livy’s burgeoning if roguish humour. Secrecy came easily to Arrow, but protecting the child eventually fell far second to raising the child. 


However much she wished otherwise, the summons couldn’t be ignored and there wasn’t a soul whom she could ask why it had come. Livy was to leave their little garret and enter the company of the sons and daughters belonging to the most influential, and publicly visible, families in the Empire. Which brought Arrow back full circle to not knowing what the Hades was going on. 


The blinding white light of Jupiter’s wrath spiked down from the heavens.


Thrusting Livy against a brick wall, Arrow held her own body between the girl and the sky. She could hear Livy counting until Juno’s lament boomed in reply a few seconds later, echoing across Londinium, even over the hammering rain on the grey pavement. Livy had remembered the science that thunder followed lightning, but the lesson had become perilously practical. 


Arrow clenched her teeth against curses bubbling on her tongue. Fear is the foundation of safety. She should have fixed the wooden slats across their windows and refused to budge until the storm had passed. Two days wasn’t enough time to tidy away their life together anyway. Hadn’t her own mother always warned her rashness was a liability? 


Or perhaps it was cowardice.


They struggled onwards through a Citizen suburb – Doric-columned mansions set back from the public street, with warm yellow oil lamps visible in a few windows. Tempting, but a far more severe violation of her orders than she was already risking. In a Plebeian neighbourhood, she might have begged refuge until the storm passed.


Their cheap bonnets lost shape under the wall of punching raindrops, and their skirts swirled around their ankles, threatening to trip them even as they ran. At least the sideways gusts could only hit them with leaves and street litter. Nowadays, people bolted down anything a strong boreal could lift. The few trees left standing in Londinium bent and swayed beyond what seemed natural. 


Head so low, it took a while for Arrow to recognise the tall black railings surrounding the museum grounds. Hanging onto the firm bars, Livy smiled up at her again, despite reddened cheeks streaked with tears from the wind. Arrow would say a prayer of thanks, but she didn’t deserve the gods’ graces for taking such a stupid risk.


‘Spare a few denarii, lass?’


A shape blocked their path, and even with the high winds its acrid smell hit Arrow before she saw the filthy rags.


‘Avant!’ Arrow jerked Livy back behind her, fingers tangled in the girl’s coat. 


Under the vagrant’s hood hung a mottled beard with small plaits in it. He wasn’t even trying to hide them. Plaits meant a follower of the old Anglish religion. One of that kind mustn’t be allowed near a child.


‘Just a couple of denarii, to help me out on this ’orrible day.’ 


The beggar crouched, blackened nails on unstable knees, staring at Livy. Arrow squared herself before him, hand hovering over the thick green sash at her waist. 


She had spotted, and avoided, a few bedraggled Anglish skulking in corners of their neighbourhood recently, all begging (or pick-pocketing). But she hadn’t expected one to accost visitors to the Imperium Museum. 


‘Back, I warn you. Or I’ll—’


A small arm shot out from behind her, and the man’s hand darted to meet it. A chip of silver flashed in the murk as it passed between them.


‘Gods bless,’ Livy said, her smile unsteady but holding for the old man, and with a final stare he sped out into the tearing winds and rain. Arrow quickly lost sight of him in the murk and uncoiled her fingers from fists.


‘Livy, that was your allowance for a honey cake in the museum.’


The child replied with the tiniest of shrugs, dislodging a cascade of rain from her bonnet, ‘Being poor means you don’t have lots of things, but being greedy means you haven’t got anything.’


Despite winds biting her cheeks with their frozen teeth, Arrow stopped to stare down at the sodden child. She must have taught Livy that maxim, but so long ago she didn’t remember when. 


Then she turned on her heel and pushed her way through the rain, dragging Livy behind her like a bobbing balloon at a Floralia fayre. They battled up the shallow steps and between the museum’s high entrance pillars, granite as dark as the sky. A few steps in and the thick walls muffled the Godstorm’s thunderous song down to a dull drumming. 


In the wide vestibule they had their choice of hundreds of hooks to hang their drenched overcoats, so few others were taken. Livy shook off the remaining rain in the frenzied manner of a puppy – her bonnet, dress and curls all spun back and forth.


‘Livy, must you?’


‘But it works, Miss.’


Such unladylike behaviour deserved a chiding. Instead, Arrow smoothed out the misshapen edge of Livy’s blue bonnet. Then let her hand rest for an instant longer than necessary on the small shoulder. Imperium propriety required all children be raised with a minimum of tenderness, lest the Roman character be weakened. And as a servant, any feelings she might harbour were irrelevant anyway. But, life without the girl was hard to imagine, just like her life before Livy was hard to remember – at least, if she worked to forget it. Arrow closed her eyes for a second, willing the right words to occur to her, a way to explain to a child that everything she’d ever known was about to change. 


Nothing came. 


After another second, and sacrificing any last vestige of decorum, Livy pulled free from Arrow’s hand and dashed up to her favourite exhibit, her feet echoing on the marble.


The giant skeleton of a long-dead lizard dominated the grand domed space. Three fathoms high, his pale skull proudly faced the tall doors, while the ever-decreasing bones of his tail extended across the entire length of the gallery. Far above the carefully reconstructed beast, an elaborate stained-glass window usually lit the bones. Today, the Godstorm’s gloom left only the fizzing oil lamps, hidden in notches along the walls, to warm the scene.


The little girl grinned up at the fang-filled skull.


‘Hello, Sire,’ she said, making a solemn curtsey.


Arrow arranged a smile for the child. ‘Livy, were he alive, with all his skin and muscle back on, he would gobble you up if you tried that.’


‘You wouldn’t, would you?’ Livy addressed the bones. ‘I’d tame you, and we’d be great friends and have adventures. I’d ride up on your back like a giant charo, and you’d live in the park near home.’


‘He certainly would not,’ Arrow said, lungs struggling against her corset as Livy talked of home. She shook her head. ‘He would get far too chilly in Londinium. I taught you about reptiles being cold-blooded, and I wouldn’t like to sew him a giant coat or a dress; my fingers would get sore.’ 


‘A dress?’ Livy squealed. ‘But – he’s a boy!’


‘How in Juno’s name do you know that? This might be a lady lizard, so it would only be right and proper for her to wear a dress, with full petticoats –’ Arrow paused, tapping her finger against her chin – ‘and perhaps a nice bonnet?’


At the image of her darling beast as neatly dressed as the pair of them, Livy burst into laughter, which echoed out across the hall. Arrow hushed her and cast around for any affronted Citizens. Crowds usually shuffled around the enormous skeleton, but today the hall remained theirs – almost.


A tall Legionary lurked within the inner museum doors, watching them. Arrow cursed herself for complacency. She’d been following Livy’s antics rather than checking for threats. Managing not to flinch or stare, Arrow glanced over, using the peripheral vision she’d clearly neglected lately. This was no mere honour guard, kicking his heels, waiting for some Citizen to emerge. He was the picture of a fully-armed munifex in dark leather, glinting breastplate and red uniform, with an arc-gun on his right hip and short sword on the other. Heart pounding but head clear, Arrow’s eyes narrowed. While he radiated alertness, she couldn’t detect any taut edge of a warrior expecting imminent action.


The museum had been one of the few public spaces still free of City Legion patrols. Arrow’s stomach clenched at the thought of soldiers prowling the halls of the Academy itself. She should have taught Livy less poetry and more politics. 


Disconcertingly, a quarter-smile had claimed some territory on the soldier’s face as he watched Livy. He glanced at Arrow, but so swiftly she knew he saw merely a tired servant woman in a cheap but respectable green dress. She briefly resented how easily he dismissed her and was tempted to change her stance into one any warrior would recognise. 


Shaking her head at her foolishness, Arrow reminded herself of the arc gun slung at his side. She ushered Livy up the grand marble staircase behind the skeleton into the welcoming upper halls of the museum itself.


As they wandered through rooms filled with the treasures and oddities collected from every nation the Imperium Romanum had conquered, Arrow’s fists finally unclenched. With damp skirts drying, she and Livy pointed out favourite exhibits to each other: the giant stuffed ice-bear standing with raised claws and teeth bared for Livy and the delicate soul vases from the East for Arrow, hundreds of them ranged on shelves, the flickering lamplight revealing their mysteriously moving colours. 


The scroll screamed for attention, but Arrow ignored it, bearing the wound of their imminent separation for a few moments longer.


Despite a few half-heard murmurs and footsteps in galleries they passed, it was easy to imagine they had the labyrinthian museum to themselves. Livy weaved between glass cases like a bright blue bird, fluttering with inquisitiveness. Arrow was nothing but dust and shadows.


They reached a chamber displaying the unruly past of old Britannia itself, before the civilising age of the Imperium Romanum. Although they usually rushed past this room to more sensational exhibits, today Arrow slowed her step and looked around. Livy stopped beside her, facing a monolithic black stone, near the height of the space itself. It didn’t suit the confines of the exhibition, speaking instead of rain on green hilltops, brooding under moonlit skies. 


‘What do you think it is?’ Arrow asked, grasping a final chance to expand her charge’s interest in the world, however primitive the example. 


Livy bounced on her heels. ‘It’s an egg with a dragon inside . . . Or a giant who fell asleep, and maybe he’ll wake up!’


‘If he does, he might be rather affronted to find himself propped up, with a note on his toe –’Arrow peered at the white square – ‘saying he’s carved from obsidian quarried near the Slavia seas.’ 


‘That’s why he’s asleep.’ Livy grinned. ‘He must be knackered after walking all the way here.’


A snort of laughter escaped Arrow before she could rein it back. ‘Knackered is a vulgar term,’ she admonished.


Livy grinned and Arrow yearned to ruffle the girl’s curls like she had when Livy was much younger. Instead, she settled a sterner countenance. She must act like a respectable governess while she had the chance – it hurt less.


‘Consider the effort it took, without oil engines, for the ancient Anglish to drag those tonnes of rock across half the world.’


They peered into nearby cases filled with metal gauges and dials, with ornate animalistic swirls like tails or fins. Gods only knew what they were actually designed to measure. No wonder the old Anglish tribes had been obsessed with geometry: before the brute force of oil, they would have needed ingenuity instead. 


Outraged newspapers reported that Druidic rituals still held sway with the Plebeian classes, with floridly written reports of supposed animal sacrifices, and hints of worse. As seat of the Imperium Romanum, Britannia was supposed to shake off the last vestiges of those uncivilised creeds. Returning to stare up at the brooding obelisk, Arrow didn’t think the Emperor would have much luck. She’d never cared much for either the familiar Imperium gods or the old Druidic spirits, as none of them seemed to give a damn about her. But in the maze-like alleys and overflowing tenements of Londinium, she suspected the ancient creeds might be almost impossible to root out. 


Arrow sniffed as if she could still smell the Druid beggar, who had braved Anglish plaits right beneath the proud SPQR carved over the entrance. Here inside the museum, of course, the Anglish religion was represented as being as outdated as any other weird creed the Legions had rolled over.


Livy walked towards the next room. But Arrow hesitated. A little lump at the black rock’s base caught her eye. She looked around, but they’d only seen a single old custodian, nodding asleep, rooms away. 


Scooping up the dark stone, she turned it over. It was a tiny version of the obelisk, but with a silvery lattice symbol engraved upon it, perhaps depicting two arrowheads crossing each other. Her hand hovered; it wasn’t a part of the exhibit but too like the large stone to have accidentally fallen just here. It felt heavier in her hand than its size suggested.


To overcome an inclination and not be overcome by it is reason to rejoice.


It wasn’t made of anything valuable, and it felt solidly pleasing, snug in her palm. The wind beat upon the small windows above her, and she felt as if, below her senses, the Godstorm vibrated the very walls. She’d lose everything that mattered in two days anyway. Arrow frowned and slipped the stone into the sash at her waist, then caught up with the bouncing dark curls of the child.


Livy was on tiptoe, peering into her favourite exhibit case. Within it, a multitude of tiny birds perched, dived and were caught mid-flutter. Glass eyes, silent wings and iridescent feathers were artfully poised with invisible wires. None of the birds were recognisably from Britannia itself, and some were no larger than Livy’s thumb, which they had once used for comparison. A close study would even reveal miniature green and blue mothers, perched forever at the side of their thimble-sized nests. 


Arrow watched her young charge’s rapt expression, wishing the two of them could be caught in this moment.


Livy strained forward. ‘I see eggs in that one,’ she whispered, as if afraid to frighten the dead birds away. 


It was time. 


Every old scar on Arrow’s body, and there were a lot of them, started to twinge as she drew out the Academy summons and smoothed the crinkled paper against her palm.


Futuo, futuis, fututum, and the gods too.


‘Livy dearest, I have some exciting news for you . . .’


The girl turned from the mother-birds, her face a picture of simple trust in the woman who had raised her.


Crashing boomed down the hall. Livy jerked back, jostling the huge glass case. 


The din bounced off the walls, drowning out the unending rage of the storm outside. Grabbing the girl as she turned, Arrow pulled the small body against her own.


‘Ware!’ she said, one hand holding the child’s arm, the other hovering over her own waist. 


Another roar layered in tortured screeches as if the ancient fossil skulls had all gaped open at once and emptied their death screams into the museum. 










CHAPTER II


Arrow scanned the room full of large, quivering glass cases. ‘We’re moving, Livy,’ she said. ‘In step with me. Now.’


The child’s eyes widened, but she didn’t cry or query. Arrow prowled to the archway out of the gallery, thankful the girl’s well-trained tread was firm behind hers. 


The crashing booms bounced off walls and cases built for murmurs and soft footfalls in a crazy cacophony, making it hard for Arrow to get a clear read on direction or cause. She stopped at the arch itself, torn between seeking the source of the uproar or retreating to a farther gallery. 


‘Livy, stay close.’


The girl’s reply was clear, if shaky. ‘Yes, Miss.’


They weaved through upper galleries until they neared the top of the grand staircase down to the main hall. As Arrow peered around the corner, a sharp wind slapped her and she grabbed her bonnet.


The Godstorm had punched out the stained-glass window above the hall and now raged in through broken shards.


Blown askew from its wires and delicate wooden scaffolding, the lower body of the giant skeleton had collapsed. The lizard’s skull spun, its neck bones hanging almost to the floor, while the massive vertebrae twisted at the end of their wires, crashing into each other with an echoing thud. 


Arrow inched to the top of the stairs. Livy gasped, peeking from behind her. The beautifully mosaicked floor of the grand hall was littered with large spikes of coloured glass and chunks of creamy bone, sharp wires and splinters of wood.


Arrow sighed and turned to Livy. ‘They’ll need a charo to drag out that mess.’


The girl stared at her decapitated monster, eyes wet as she shivered in the cold. Arrow suppressed an unseemly urge to comfort the girl with a great hug or stroke her hair. Instead, she bent a little to meet Livy’s stare.


‘Look at me, dearest. They’ll repair your lizard, I’m sure.’


‘But how? He’s all in little bits everywhere.’


Arrow caught the catch in Livy’s voice even over the winds. Gods, the girl was still so young. We gather strength as we go.


‘He was in pieces, buried in mud, when they first found him. I promise you, it will be so much easier now. Like a test when you already know the answers.’


Livy took a deep breath and nodded. 


Clamour interrupted them and, as Arrow glanced down the stairs, her lips narrowed into a hard line. Despite the danger of broken glass and the dancing bones twisting around over their heads, a ragtag of vagabonds and rough beggars were pushing into the museum. The Godstorm must have become ferocious to have driven them inside the doors. A few of the most raggedy wore small plaits in their hair, and some had even dared to weave in tiny silver amulets.


Deus-damnatus. Those amulets were only worn by the Anglish.


Typically, you rarely saw anyone wearing them outside the poorest dens of the Old Town. They were an invitation to a Legionary to arrest or beat you on the street. Arrow had thought the plaited beggar outside the museum was madly bold, but now a troupe of them were blithely pushing into the museum itself. 


Thankfully, the solider at the door ignored their blatant blasphemy as he struggled to handle the growing crowd, while more outsiders pushed in from behind, shouting, ‘Oi, c’mon! Move it!’


What if more soldiers arrived? If they saw the ruin in the museum and the provocative plaits on the mob, things would become ugly. Arrow had to suppress the urge to roll her shoulders and bring up fists. During a riot, the law is silent.


Well, it was a bad plan that couldn’t be changed, and she was trained to be decisive in crisis. 


‘Let’s leave, shall we, dearest? There’s no place nicer than our own hearth.’ At least for a little while.


‘Yes please, Miss. I’d like to go home now.’


Arrow hurried Livy down the grand stairway towards a tea room tucked behind it. She couldn’t imagine delivery boxes of fig pudding were traipsed through the majestic main hall, so there must be a service entrance back there. But as they turned into the niche of richly carved wooden tables, Arrow’s tread faltered. Others had already taken shelter there, or had been enjoying tea when the window blew out. Citizens, all loudly bemoaning their situation to each other. She spotted a small door in the corner. Perhaps the nobles would ignore a plainly dressed woman and child slipping behind the counter?


A mature matron was seated at one of the tables, her ample corset and overabundance of lacy puce frills straining against deep cuffs. A man sporting a gaudy patterned waistcoat paced beside her, and a blonde woman fluttered around them both. They all wore Citizen toga sashes as golden as the young woman’s hair.


‘Mama, please don’t fret so,’ the blonde woman’s voice fluttered.


‘Something must be done!’ the seated dame demanded while her attending acolytes failed to comply. ‘Where are the servants? I demand assistance. Oh, I may faint!’ she rasped.


Watching from the corner of her eye, Arrow thought the ashen-faced younger woman looked more in danger of collapse than the ruddy doyenne. 


As she and Livy inched closer to the inconspicuous door with its ‘Staff Only’ sign, the loud woman turned and shouted at them, ‘You, girl! What is going on here? Where are the guards to help us? I will be taken to my charo!’


Arrow stiffened, as if someone held a blade at her throat.


‘Hush, Mama,’ the blonde woman said. ‘I don’t believe that lady works here.’


‘What?’ the madam replied. ‘She’s behind the tea counter! Girl, assist us immediately!’


As Arrow faced the Citizen, curse words curdled in her throat. She managed a careful medium curtsey and kept her eyes lowered. ‘I’m sorry, Citizen, but we also are just visiting the museum. I hoped to find an exit here, to hire a taxa.’


The old woman snorted, ignored Arrow’s explanation, and heaved herself up. ‘There.’ She pointed at the door Arrow was headed towards. ‘Let us leave this awful museum at once.’


While the man gathered bonnets and fans, the younger blonde woman came towards Arrow and Livy. She was dressed in expensive yellow flimsy rather than practical cloth, but her smile seemed genuine. 


‘We have a large charo and driver waiting. Perhaps you would allow us to help you and your little daughter?’


Livy’s head jerked up at the word. As a tiny child, she used to tell shopkeepers and street sweepers that Arrow was her mother. It had taken years of scolding to stop her.


‘I am Livia’s governess.’ Arrow’s polite smile felt like it was cutting her mouth.


‘Ah, of course. Nevertheless, this isn’t the best place for a child today,’ the young woman insisted as she smiled at Livy, who dropped into the neatest curtsey Arrow remembered her ever managing. Then the girl’s cheeks pinked up, a sure sign of impending brazenness. 


‘We’re going to ride home on the back of the big skeleton, once he’s put back together,’ Livy said, radiant under the gaze of the beautiful Citizen.


The woman patted Livy’s cheek with a tinkly laugh that knotted Arrow’s stomach, ‘What a charming idea!’


‘You can come too, if you’d like?’ Livy replied, almost breathless at the rarity of speaking to a stranger. 


Arrow was at a loss as to how to intervene without causing offence, frozen in her polite smile that was harder to maintain by the second. 


‘Livia, was it? How sweet of you to offer.’


Livy nodded with that ancient expression of wisdom that sometimes can pass over children’s faces and said, ‘Kindness forever begets kindness.’ 


It was Livy’s favourite proverb. She’d even sewn a messy needlepoint of it as a gift to Arrow. The Citizen woman’s hand fluttered at her chest as Livy recited it, as if she were struggling to catch breath. ‘Oh, to understand and be understood,’ the woman sighed.


The skin on Arrow’s neck prickled, watching the eyes of the young Citizen on Livy. The first punishment of the sinner is the conscience of sin. Her smile now a rictus, Arrow tugged Livy forward.


The girl was supposed to be kept secret, especially from Citizens. Museum trips were meant to be out of the question. If only Livy didn’t love the damn place so much. 


Arrow took control of her lungs, and her tread didn’t falter – much. Citizens had so much on their minds: power, politics and parties. The woman in yellow, who probably wasn’t that much younger than Arrow herself, in chronological age at least, would soon forget this exchange. The strong-willed matriarch was unlikely to accept two extra evacuees in her vehicle. Arrow’s disobedience in bringing Livy here would never be revealed to her master. 


In two days, none of it would matter anyway.


Arrow almost tripped – had it ever? Late into many nights, she had curled up in their battered old armchair by the oil grate, mending Livy’s clothes or reading a rare newspaper, pondering her orders. The most obvious explanation was that Livy was some rich man’s bastard, maybe even sired by her guardian himself, hidden away as an ignorable shame. What remained entirely inexplicable was why Livy had to be taught, and protected, by someone with Arrow’s unusual skills. 


And why those unspoken dangers now seemed so irrelevant to Livy’s guardian that she could be snatched from near total seclusion and dropped into the extremely public Academy. 


Arrow held a little more tightly onto Livy’s arm.


The Staff Only door was small, but, once through it, the kitchen revealed itself to be a messy warren crammed with towering boxes and dirty pans.


‘Damned ridiculous!’ the brightly clad man in the group huffed as he toppled a box and a gentle drift of paper cake cases fell around his head.


Arrow started a quick perimeter search, pulling Livy with her, as the winds pounded against the small windows. It felt rude rooting through this private corner of their beloved museum but, between gangs of Druids and chatty Citizens, she’d happily drag Livy back out into the storm.


Behind a shelf stack, Arrow spotted the outline of a plain wooden door set into the outer wall. With a sigh of relief, she glanced back to see if the Citizen family had followed them. Instead, she spotted a handful of raggedy street people who had wandered through the open kitchen door and were now blithely opening boxes to help themselves to whatever they found. One scruffy old man with an outrageous plaited beard hung with silver amulets stood and stared at Arrow. Then winked when he saw her looking back at him and started stuffing pastries into his pockets. 


She remembered that face. If she’d seen those amulets under his hood in the rain, she wouldn’t have let him within ten paces of Livy, let alone take her coin. 


Druids and Citizens. She needed to get Livy out of here, right now. She hunted for the door handle, which was hidden by fallen boxes.


‘Step back a little, Livy.’


Arrow’s fingers found the cold metal of a large bolt at the bottom of the doorframe. But as she was about to pull it open, she hesitated, listening to the tempest still raging outside.


The flowery man from the Citizen family spotted her; he strode over and demanded, ‘Move away, girl, I’ll get it open.’


She jumped up, curtseyed and humbly lowered her eyes. Nothing else was thinkable after a direct order by a Citizen, but she couldn’t let him open it.


Inching in front of the door, she said, ‘Sorry, sir, but I’m afraid that—’ 


He snorted with outrage as if she’d tweaked his nose. Then his arm shot down and tugged the bolt open. Even as she bent to stop him, the raging winds outside punched the door inwards and hurled him against the wall. Arrow’s hip smashed against the metal table as she stumbled backwards.


The Godstorm rampaged in like an army taking the gate of an enemy stronghold. 


‘Ware! Livy!’ Arrow shouted, scrunching her face against the gritty gale. More boxes tumbled, and a great clatter of pans fell. Ignoring the pain in her side, Arrow braced her boot against the table, and heaved her back against the door with all her strength, battling to close it. The wind cut her like a lashing, but she slid down and felt behind her skirts for the bolt.


Bracing against the struggling door, Arrow rammed the bolt closed. She turned to where Livy waited. Everything in the large room was a tumble of boxes. 


The girl wasn’t standing where she had been.


Arrow jumped up. ‘Livy! The door’s closed!’ She reached up on tiptoes, searching for a flash of blue. ‘Come out now, dearest!’


No answer. 


Arrow shoved past people, ducking to look under tables and throwing aside boxes to check the corners of the kitchen. Bile caught in her throat and her heart ran riot, not being able to set eyes on the child. 


‘Livy – LIVY!’


Holding still, she hoped for an answer or even the sound of tears. The girl couldn’t have gone far in the minutes since the door blew in. But Arrow could only hear the rough voices of adults shouting. As she ran back out into the tea room, a raggedy man grabbed her arm, dragging at her. Arrow bashed the side of her hand into his elbow joint and raised her forearm to connect with his falling head, then pushed onwards, not even looking back to see if he dropped.


The pale Citizen woman in yellow was windswept and swaying in the chaos. Arrow seized her. ‘Have you seen Livy? The little girl with me?’


‘What? No. Don’t hurt me!’ the woman wailed through rising tears.


A scream rang out from the main hall – older and deeper than Livy’s light voice, but Arrow ran towards it anyway, guts wrenching. She drew the blade hidden in her waistband and turned into the hall, scanning its far corners, her blood pounding in her ears, but found no hurt child, no lost girl, no Livy.


Arrow stood in the middle of the great room, glass crunching beneath her feet, dagger drawn, loosed hair swirling with the howling winds, as the bones danced crazily above her. Growing panic and her old training warred with each other, heart racing but senses coldly alert.


Once before, the girl had gone missing while they played amongst trees in the small public park near their garret. Arrow’s heart had raced then too, but she waited, trusting the girl to either find her or shout out. Livy had popped up from behind a tree within minutes, but it took hours for the panic-poisons to leave Arrow’s muscles. The girl’s drills had started in earnest that very day, in how to stay calm, find her governess, and never, ever, to hide again.


Arrow fervently wished that Livy had forgotten all of that and was about to slip out from a corner with a sheepish look. But wishing wouldn’t make it so, and Arrow knew how to listen to her instincts and make swift judgements.


Even if she had failed both her duties today – Livy was neither secret, nor safe.


The riffraff had slipped away as she searched, leaving only a handful of the museum’s usual patrons wandering forlornly around the devastation. Her worries about a riot were unfounded. The only person panicking was her.


Livy wasn’t in the hall.


Arrow took two sharp breaths, focused her mind and sheathed her knife. Why did her instincts scream at her when the girl could just be lost?


Those blasphemous Druids with their plaits and bravado. 


The wrongdoer often is the one who has left something undone, not always the one who has done something.


She raced back to the kitchen and, on hands and knees, she searched the floor. A smear of blood by the door? No, that was from the ass who’d opened it.


The Druids had no reason to push into a dangerously damaged museum, guarded by a Legionary. What did they want? There were dark rumours, ones that until now Arrow had dismissed, that the followers of the old religions still gave sacrifice to their spirits. Horrible images crept into her mind of plaited hair, and drums, and Livy screaming.


She scrambled around on her knees, scanning and fingers searching every inch of the gritty floor.


Livy would have struggled.


Arrow’s fingertips touched a small lump of cold metal under the largest table in the kitchen. She drew out a silver amulet, a flutter of bright blue fabric caught in its geometric tracery. 


It was from the cloth of Livy’s bonnet, torn off where it had snagged on a Druid’s talisman.


‘LIVY!’ she screamed into the devastated museum.


But she knew the girl wasn’t lost. She’d been taken.
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